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General Management Laws: 

Major Themes and Management Policy Options 

Summary 

This report is a companion to CRS Report RL30795, General Management 
Laws: A Compendium (hereafter “compendium”). In combination, these reports have 
three main objectives: (1) to identify and describe the major management laws under 
which the executive branch is required to operate, including their rationale, design, 
and scope; (2) to assist Members of Congress and their staff in oversight of executive 
branch management; and (3) to help Congress when considering potential changes 
to the management laws, as well as other legislation, including authorization statutes 
and appropriations. 

This report focuses on major themes — and possible policy options for 
Congress — that emerge when the general management laws are viewed together, as 
a whole. The report also describes historical context of the roles that Congress and 
the President play in managing the executive branch, and compares management in 
the public and private sectors. The themes and policy options address five topics. 

Discretion for the Executive Branch: Congress frequently faces the issue of 
how much discretion to give the executive branch. Congress has options to address 
delegation situations and balance agency flexibility with accountability. 

Standardization vs. Customization: Should the management laws under 
which agencies operate be standardized, with uniform rules? Or should some 
agencies have customized, agency- specific laws? Should there be a mix of the two 
approaches? Congress has options when confronted with these decisions. 

Functional Silos vs. Integrated General Management: A functional 

perspective (e.g., looking at agency operations from the perspective of a budget 
officer or human resources officer) can boost efficiency. However, if functional 
orientations become inward-looking, functions can operate in isolation, resulting in 
coordination problems or missed opportunities. Congress has options to use an 
integrated general management perspective to solve agency management problems. 

Making and Measuring Progress: Many executive branch agencies suffer 
from persistent, major management problems. Often these problems relate to areas 
the general management laws were intended to address. Congress has options for 
measuring and motivating agency progress in improving management practices. 

Agency “Chief Officers” and Interagency Councils: Statutorily created 
“chief officers” (e.g., chief financial officers and chief acquisition officers) have 
increased in number in federal agencies. Congress also established interagency 
councils of these officers. Congress has options when considering whether additional 
chief officers should be established and how the councils could be more accountable. 

The report reflects the status of general management laws at the end of the first 
session of the 108 lh Congress, and will be updated along with the compendium to 
reflect actions taken through the close of the 108 lh Congress. 
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General Management Laws: Major Themes 
and Management Policy Options 

Purposes 

This report, General Management Laws: Major Themes and Management 
Policy Options , is a companion to CRS Report RL30795, General Management 
Laws: A Compendium (hereafter “compendium”). In combination, these reports have 
three main objectives: 

• to identify and describe the major general management laws under 
which the executive branch is required to operate, including their 
rationale, design, and scope; 

• to assist Members of Congress and their staff in overseeing 
management of the executive branch; and 

• to help Congress when considering potential changes to the 
management laws, as well as other legislation, including authorizing 
statutes and appropriations. 1 

The compendium contains profiles of selected “general management laws” — broad 
statutes designed to regulate the activities, procedures, and administration of all or 
most executive branch agencies. 2 The quality of the general management laws, as 
well as their implementation, are considered crucial to maintaining the accountability 
of the executive branch to Congress, the President, and the public. Moreover, these 
laws influence the effectiveness of federal agencies when they implement, evaluate, 
and help formulate public policies. 

As a complement to the compendium, this report (“companion report”) focuses 
on major themes and possible management policy options for Congress that emerge 
when the general management laws are viewed together, as a whole. The companion 
report reflects the status of general management laws at the end of the first session 



1 A related report, CRS Report RL30240, Congressional Oversight Manual, describes the 
major purposes, processes, techniques, and information sources for congressional oversight 
of the executive branch. 

2 Agencies are sometimes exempted from the coverage of some general management laws 
due to a category into which they fall (e.g., department, government corporation, etc.), 
specific provisions in an agency’s authorizing statute or appropriations, or provisions in the 
general management law itself. The report addresses this theme in a subsequent section. 




